In recent years anthropology has rediscovered its interest in politics. Building on the findings of this research, this book offers a new way of analysing the relationship between culture and politics, with special attention to democracy, nationalism, the state, and political violence. Beginning with scenes from an unruly early 1980s election campaign in Sri Lanka, it covers issues from rural policing in North India to slum housing in Delhi, presenting arguments about secularism and pluralism, and the ambiguous energies released by electoral democracy across the subcontinent. It ends by discussing feminist peace activists in Sri Lanka, struggling to sustain a window of shared humanity after two decades of war. Bringing together and linking the themes of democracy, identity and conflict, this important new study shows how anthropology can take a central role in understanding other people's politics, especially the issues that seem to have divided the world since 9/11. New Departures in Anthropology is a book series that focuses on emerging themes in social and cultural anthropology. With original perspectives and syntheses, authors introduce new areas of inquiry in anthropology, explore developments that cross disciplinary boundaries, and weigh in on current debates. Every book illustrates theoretical issues with ethnographic material drawn from current research or classic studies, as well as from literature, memoirs, and other genres of reportage. The aim of the series is to produce books that are accessible enough to be used by college students and instructors, but will also stimulate, provoke, and inform anthropologists at all stages of their careers. Written clearly and concisely, books in the series are designed equally for advanced students and a broader range of readers, inside and outside academic anthropology, who want to be brought up to date on the most exciting developments in the discipline.
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Paul Dundas, Tony Good, Hugo Gorringe, Roger and Patricia Jeffery, and Crispin Bates, have provided a constant source of interdisciplinary stimulation, while my colleagues in Social Anthropology have been supportive and stimulating in appropriate proportion. I have been especially lucky to have worked alongside a small group of people in Edinburgh who have been doing genuinely path-breaking anthropological work on broadly political topics, notably Thomas Hansen, Iris Jean-Klein, Heonik Kwon and Yael Navaro-Yashin, Tony Good, and recently Kimberley Coles and Toby Kelly. I must also thank all the wonderful graduate students I have worked with in Edinburgh, especially in recent years Premakumara de Silva, Sharika Thiranagama, and Becky Walker.
In conversations over the years, a number of academic friends have -sometimes, I suspect, unwittingly -convinced me that the idea of a book on this theme was not entirely barmy: notably, at different times, Mukulika Banerjee, Richard Burghart, Veena Das, Thomas Hansen, Sudipta Kaviraj, Sunil Khilnani, and David Washbrook. Thomas found time in his breath-takingly full life to read a complete draft and provide helpful suggestions at an especially psychologically vulnerable moment.
The immediate stimulus for this work was the award of a Research Fellowship from the Nuffield Foundation. I am grateful to them for their wonderfully un-bureaucratic and patient support. My original fieldwork in Sri Lanka was carried out with the support of the then Social Science Research Council (now the ESRC), and return visits since 1991 have been supported by University of Edinburgh research and travel funds, and the British Council.
Parts of chapter two first appeared in Journal des Anthropologues 92-3: 31-49 (2003) , and parts of chapter four were published in Political Ritual, edited by A. Boholm (Gothenburg, IASA, 1996) , and a longer version was translated into Spanish as 'La democracia como sistema cultural' (Democracy as a Cultural System) and published in 
